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The man knelt on the crest of the hilltop, facing the full moon as it bathed the city below in a light that would have been the purest silver, but for the distortion of the sodium street lighting. He had always loved that skyline. He thought of others he had seen on his travels, New York, Sydney, Chicago, Singapore, each one distinctively spectacular, but none of them blessed with the majesty bestowed by the best part of a millennium of growth, of unplanned evolution.

The best times in his life, he had known them all there; he thought of his youth and of the suspicion that he, after all, might just be immortal, unquenchable, unbeatable. Prince of the city? No, even back then, before he had come to the height of his powers, he had felt like a king. He had laughed there, he had fought there, he had loved there, and on two occasions he had cried there, cried tears of pure joy. He smiled at the recollection, and it stiffened his resolve.

‘Do it,’ he whispered. ‘Set them free.’




One

‘Are you sure he’s dead?’ Detective Chief Superintendent Mario McGuire asked, as he looked at the crumpled form, lying on the frozen hilltop.

Neil McIlhenney sighed. ‘Always with the rhetoric, even at this time of the morning. I reckon he must be, unless his brains have wireless capability, seeing as how most of them are spread over that cairn.’ He nodded towards the pile of stones that marked the summit. ‘It’s a bizarre situation; I doubt if even the boss has seen one like it. Given that it’s minus five degrees at the moment, according to the readout in my car, and that today’s forecast is for minus two, at best, we’re going to have to figure out how to thaw the stuff, to get it off.’

‘Boiling water?’

‘Jesus,’ the detective superintendent chuckled, ‘how did you ever get to be head of CID? We’re at the top of Arthur’s Seat. Where are you going to plug the kettle in?’

‘Primus stove? Or maybe we could light a wee fire.’ McGuire stamped his feet. ‘Christ knows, we need one.’ He paused. ‘And now, are you going to tell me why our force’s two highest-ranking detectives are standing here, at seven thirty in the morning, freezing our nuts off over the body of one of the most obvious and effective suicides I have ever seen?’

‘I thought I’d leave that to Ian, give him his moment of glory.’ McIlhenney beckoned to a uniformed officer who was standing a few  yards away, as if waiting to be called. ‘Sergeant McCall, explain.’

The middle-aged man stepped towards them. ‘Look at his hand, sir,’ he said. ‘Right hand.’

‘Forget the “sir”, Ian,’ the DCS growled. ‘We were all plods together, remember?’ He dropped to one knee beside the body, and took a small torch from the pocket of his heavy, fleece-lined leather jacket. Dawn was on its way, but the light was still poor and a mist hung around them like a screen.

The man was facedown, his legs twisted beneath him, as if he had been kneeling when he died. He was dressed in a dark suit; even covered with a layer of frost, it looked expensive, tailored rather than off the peg. ‘No coat,’ McGuire murmured. ‘Don’t suppose he was bothered about freezing to death.’ His right arm was thrown out in front of him, still holding a sawn-off shotgun by its pistol grip. Taking care to avoid the head, the top half of which was missing completely, the detective focused the beam of his flashlight on the hand. He leaned closer, peering at a tattoo, depicting a knight on horseback, brandishing a sword, in white against a red background.

‘How many of those do you know in Edinburgh?’ asked McCall.

‘Just the one,’ the head of CID conceded. ‘Tomas Zaliukas . . . or Tommy Zale, as people used to call him when he was a young gang-banger. He was very proud of that tattoo. Still, it isn’t his copyright . . .’ He paused.

‘There’s a Lexus four-by-four in the car park at the foot of the hill,’ said the sergeant. ‘The keys are still in the ignition, so the owner wasn’t bothered about it being nicked. I’ve checked; it’s registered to Lietuvos Leisure Limited, the holding company for Zale’s boozers.’

‘Did you search him?’

‘And have Arthur Dorward chew me out for compromising the scene?’

McIlhenney grinned. ‘No, best not to risk that.’

McGuire looked at him, as he stood up. ‘Have we got a forensic team on its way?’

‘Yes. And the duty doc.’

‘This does put a different complexion on it, I’ll grant you. “Known to the police” is an inadequate phrase for our Tomas, from the stories you and I know of his early career . . . from our own experience of him, for that matter; and you know what I’m talking about. Who’d ever have thought he’d wind up like this, though. What do you reckon, Neil? Could he have had some help?’

‘Anything’s possible,’ the superintendent replied, ‘but it would have taken a lot of help to get the job done this way. Tomas was a pretty chunky guy. Then there’s the matter of his team; he always had plenty of people on call.’

‘Maybe he wasn’t paying them enough,’ the DCS suggested. ‘They could have been bunged not to answer the phone, or even to do the job themselves.’

‘I can’t see it, Mario. All his close associates, all the managers of his pubs, his clubs, and those massage parlours were Lithuanians, like him, a real clan.’ His gaze switched to McCall. ‘Can you remember, Ian, were there many tracks in the frost when you came up here?’

‘Only two sets that I could see, one human, the other canine, left by Mr Oxley, the insomniac dog-walker who found him, and his pal Muttley . . . I wish I’d a pound for every dog with that name. But the frost’s been hard all night, and for the last couple of days. Zaliukas must have left some footprints himself coming up here, but they’ve been covered over since then.’

‘Arthur Dorward will find them, and any others that might be there,’ McIlhenney declared.

‘I heard that, and don’t be so bloody sure,’ said a voice behind them. ‘Crime scenes are not improved by having the Glimmer Twins stomp all over them in their size twelve wellies.’

The two detectives turned to see a man crest the hilltop, red hair escaping from his black woollen hat. ‘Ah, but we don’t think this is a crime scene, Arthur,’ McGuire countered, ‘not in the way you mean.’

‘Then what the fuck am I doing here, pray . . . sir?’

‘Same as usual. We want you to confirm that we’re right, and to tell us all you can about what happened here.’

Detective Inspector Dorward, head of what had been the city’s forensic squad, before its absorption into a national scientific service, stepped towards them, carefully, making sure that he stepped on nothing but frosty grass. ‘And what is here then?’ He was carrying a lamp, much bigger than McGuire’s. He shone it on the remains. ‘Jesus Christ Almighty!’ he exclaimed, with a small, involuntary jump. ‘This is not what you’d call a cry for help. Do you know who he is?’

‘From the tattoo on his hand,’ said McIlhenney, ‘the Lithuanian national crest, we reckon it’s Tomas Zaliukas.’

Dorward’s eyebrows rose. ‘Is it, indeed? In that case, you two might like to prepare yourself for the humbling experience of being wrong for once in your lives. He must still have a few enemies from the old days.’

The head of CID chuckled. ‘You reckon? Arthur, this man put a sawn-off in his mouth and pulled the trigger. You have your whole team crawl over this scene and see if you can tell us different . . . but you won’t.’

‘Maybe so,’ said the inspector, stubbornly, ‘but . . .’ He stopped and looked directly at the senior officers. ‘Listen, you two; global gangster culture’s a bit of a hobby of mine, as you must know.’

‘Only too well,’ McGuire agreed. ‘You’re always rattling on about it.’

‘So much so that I’ve signed up to do a PhD on the subject at Edinburgh University. Part of my thesis is going to focus on cause of death among criminals: those who die of natural causes, the majority, those who’re killed by rivals, the second largest group, and those who’re  executed by the state, a small minority. We’re agreed that Zaliukas was a gangster, yes?’

‘He might have taken on a legitimate front later on, but in his younger days, sure, pure hoodlum.’

‘Suspected of a couple of killings, but never charged.’

‘Killings, serious assaults, extortion, the story went, but never any witnesses or trace evidence that we could tie to him . . . apart from one incident that was nipped in the bud. He hasn’t had his hands dirty for years, though.’

‘Maybe not, but his personality hasn’t changed. Research shows that people like him have strong psychopathic tendencies. This includes a disregard for life, even their own. This is evident in the modern generation, in the street gang world. A lot of these kids regard death as an occupational hazard. It’s nothing new, really; look at gang culture in other eras and in other countries, and you’ll find the same thing. But my studies show that what gangsters do not do is top themselves. Go back over the years and you’ll find that the suicide rate among people like . . . people like Tommy Zale, is way below the national average. Frank Nitti, Al Capone’s sidekick, is the only prominent figure who went out that way. There was another killed himself, supposedly, around that time, but there’s a good chance that he was actually done by the cops.’

‘Fair enough, Arthur,’ McIlhenney protested, ‘but if this is a gangland killing, like you’re suggesting, why would it be set out to look like a suicide? Chances are that when the post-mortem’s done they’ll find that Zaliukas had cancer and knew it.’ He smiled. ‘A brain tumour possibly, so you’ll need to figure out how to get that frozen grey matter off those rocks for examination.’

Dorward threw him a disdainful look. ‘And why the hell would I want to do that? I’ll just send the rocks down to the morgue with the rest of him and let it thaw out in the warm. Now go on, the pair of you, before you do any more damage with those bloody great feet of yours.’




Two

‘Do you miss it?’ Bob Skinner asked, as he adjusted his tie, checking in the mirrored wardrobe door that the knot was satisfactorily wide. ‘Time for a trim,’ he thought, noting the fact that his steel-grey hair, which he had allowed to grow longer during the winter, was beginning to touch his ears.

She looked up at him in surprise, from the dressing-table stool. ‘Miss what?’

‘Everything: all the trappings of power that you lost along with your majority in Parliament; the civil service private secretary, the official transport, the First Minister’s official residence.’

Aileen laughed. ‘And the key to the executive washroom? Do I miss it? The car at the door whenever I needed it; that was nice. Lena McElhone as my PS; yes, but she’d have been moving on anyway, within the service. As it was, she’d delayed her promotion by a year to stay with me. The tied house that went with the job? Absolutely not. I don’t miss an Edinburgh base; I love it here in Gullane, plus there’s still my flat in Glasgow for when I’m in my constituency. The truth is, I never liked it when we stayed there; the place gave me the creeps. I’m not saying it was haunted, but all those Scottish Secretaries, and First Ministers that had used it. That’s why I had the mattress changed, and all the linen, when I took over. The idea of sleeping in the same bed as Tommy Murtagh had been in.’ She shuddered. ‘Yuk! Despicable wee man. Or Bruce Anderson for that matter.’

‘Ach, Bruce is OK.’

‘My God,’ she exclaimed. ‘I never thought I’d hear you say that.’

‘He is, though, now that he’s given up politics for good, and lost all that anger he had bottled up within him.’

‘Is he still seeing the Duke of Lanark’s daughter?’

‘Anthea Walters? Not even professionally. He’s passed her on to another drug counsellor. When the judge gave her a suspended prison sentence for heroin possession, it was conditional on her staying in rehab for the full two years. No, Bruce is a different man altogether to the guy I fell out with.’

‘The archbishop likes him,’ she conceded ‘so I suppose he must be.’

‘Jim Gainer likes everybody; he has the gift of bringing out the best in people.’

‘He’d be struggling with Tommy Murtagh. I wonder what he’s doing now; he’s dropped off my radar completely.’

Bob smiled. ‘If you put your mind to it, you wouldn’t be long in guessing what he’s up to. Like many a fallen politician, he’s a public affairs consultant, a lobbyist. While you were First Minister he kept a low profile, but now the Nationalists are in power, I hear that he’s more out in the open.’

‘How do you know all this? That’s not your world.’

He picked her navy blue jacket from the bed as she stood, and held it for her as she slipped it on. ‘Honey,’ he said, ‘I’m the chief constable. Everything is my world. Plus he has priority; I keep half an eye on the little bastard. He tried to ruin your career, and mine. I won’t forget that, ever.’

‘I bet he was jumping for joy when the Nats won the by-election for Ainsley Glover’s seat and took over the Scottish Government.’

‘I’m sure he was, but he had to do it privately. It was his own party that had lost out.’

‘Mmm,’ Aileen murmured. She led the way out of the bedroom, past  the children’s rooms, from which sounds of awakening were coming, and downstairs, into the kitchen. ‘You want toast?’ she asked.

‘When do I ever? Cereal’ll do as usual.’ He filled the kettle and switched it on, dropped a tea bag into each of two matching mugs, then served himself a bowl of Special K.

‘You know what?’ his wife remarked, as she waited for the toaster to pop. ‘I’m not so sure we did lose out.’

Half-smiling, he raised an eyebrow. ‘Go on.’

‘Well, if you think back six months or so, when I sacked my coalition partners because they were useless, and formed a minority administration, you’ll remember that most of the Scottish media thought I’d lost the plot. When the opposition won the by-election, became the largest single party in the chamber, challenged me and won, they were absolutely convinced that I had. But what’s happened since then? The economic shit-storm has got worse . . . as I was told by the Prime Minister last summer that it would . . . and there’s no short-term answer. So now I’m leader of the Scottish opposition, and I get to stand up at First Minister’s questions and bat my successor all around the chamber for his failures in tackling an impossible job that’s made all the harder by financial constraints imposed from London by my own party. I know that power and the responsibility of government is what we’re all about, but there are times when it’s better not to be in the firing line.’

His eyes narrowed slightly as he filled the two mugs. ‘Are you saying that you planned this whole thing?’ he asked.

She winked at him. ‘From about half an hour after Ainsley Glover died and his seat became vacant. I knew we had no chance of winning that by-election. If I’d still been in the coalition, it wouldn’t have made much difference, because the Nats won’t share power with anyone, so . . .’

‘You set yourself up for the chop?’

‘Ever so slightly. Now go and check the bookies and see who’s favourite to win the election next time.’

‘Have you always been this devious?’

‘Bob, I’m a politician.’

He laughed, incredulously. ‘Sure, but for the last four months I’ve been beating myself up because I thought it was me who talked you into leaving the coalition.’

‘As if you could.’

‘So you’re actually just where you want to be.’

‘Yes, and not just politically. I’ve got a new husband, a new family, and a hell of a lot more time to spend with them than I’d have if I was still First Minister.’

‘And after the next election?’

‘That’s another thing about politicians; very few of us ever think that far ahead.’ She took her mug from him and sipped it cautiously. ‘Right now, I’m thinking no further into the future than First Minister’s questions at lunchtime.’

‘I might come and sit in the public gallery,’ Bob suggested.

‘And have the TV cameras pick you out again? You didn’t like it last time that happened.’

‘But neither did the First Minister. He kept glowering up at me.’

‘That was for the cameras too; we had a laugh about it afterwards. He and I get on fine on a personal level. You’ve met him. What do you think?’

‘Clive Graham? On the same personal level? I like him too. On a political level, he’s pro-police, and that’s fine with me.’

Aileen sipped her tea again, found it cooler, and drank some more. ‘And is everything else fine with you, Chief Constable Skinner?’

He smiled at her, from the eyes. ‘I’ve never been happier, my love. I got quite misty-eyed when Jim Gainer blessed our union.’

‘So your daughter noticed. I didn’t, though; my own vision was a bit  blurry at the time. But I didn’t mean at home. You’re six months into your new job. Are you fine with that?’

He slipped his empty cereal bowl into the dishwasher, tossed what was left of his tea into the sink, put his mug on the rack, and closed the machine. ‘Truthfully, I’m enjoying it far more than I thought I would. I’ve got a team around me that’s pretty much hand-picked, and I can do the job the way I want to, spreading myself around without getting tied down by paperwork and meetings. Brian Mackie’s the perfect deputy from that point of view, and Maggie Rose is settling in as well as I knew she would as assistant chief. With them, and those two monsters that run CID reporting directly to me . . . I reckon I’ve got the best team in the country. With them to lean on, any idiot could do my job. So yeah, I’m fine.’

‘But restless?’

He frowned at her. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘The idea that you could even contemplate taking the time to come and watch me this lunchtime.’

‘I was kidding. Honest.’ He hesitated. ‘If I seem fidgety, it’s probably because everything’s going too well. Since that fuss last August, there’s been barely a ripple on the surface of Greater Edinburgh.’

‘See, you are doing a great job.’

‘Nobody’s that great. I really don’t like it when it’s as quiet as it’s been. It usually means we’re missing something.’

‘Nah! You’ve scared the bad guys shitless; that’s all there is to it.’

‘If only.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Come on, we’d better say “So long” to the kids and be on our way, or we’ll catch the worst of the traffic.’

‘That’s all right,’ she chuckled. ‘You’re the chief, you can put your blue light on the roof.’




Three

‘This is going to sound terrible,’ the woman began, ‘but what’s your name again?’

Her companion, propped up on his left elbow, grinned down at her. ‘Sauce,’ he said.

‘No,’ she chuckled, ‘my memory’s not that bad. I meant your real name. It was noisy in that Indigo place last night; I couldn’t hear you properly when you told me.’

‘It’s Harold,’ he murmured, as if it was a confession. ‘Harold Haddock. Hence the nickname, get it?’

‘Have they always called you “Sauce”?’

‘From my first day at nursery school.’

‘Nobody ever calls you Harold, or Harry?’

‘Most people don’t even know that’s my name.’

‘I’ll call you Harry, then, from now on . . . unless you hate it, that is.’

He slid his free hand under the duvet and fondled her left breast, tracing his thumb round the areola. ‘You can call me anything you like.’

‘Harry it is, then.’

‘Fine. Now it’s your turn to own up. Why do they call you “Cheeky”, Ms Davis?’

‘It’s my name.’

‘No more than mine’s “Sauce”. Come on, what’s it short for?’

She pouted. ‘Not telling you.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I hate it.’

‘It can’t be that bad.’

‘It is.’

‘Let me guess.’ He knitted his brow. ‘How about “Rumpelstiltzkin”?’

She laughed. ‘Don’t be daft.’

‘OK, let’s try “Chiquitita”. How about that?’

Her eyes widened. ‘How did you . . . Here, did you look in my bag at my driving licence while I was asleep?’

‘No,’ he protested. ‘It was a guess, honest.’

‘Clever boy, eh. If you guessed that you must be able to work out the rest. My mum was a big Abba fan. She saddled me with it. When I was wee my grandma called me “Cheeky” and it stuck.’

‘Hey, it could have been worse,’ Sauce pointed out. ‘It might have been “Waterloo”. Imagine being called after a battle, or a railway station in London. And as for “Fernando”, that definitely would not have worked.’

‘You won’t tell anyone else though, will you? How about I keep calling you “Sauce”, and you keep calling me “Cheeky”?’

‘That’s a deal.’

She slid closer to him. ‘It’s nice this, finding out things about each other.’

He nodded. ‘I know lots about you already, though.’

‘Apart from my real name, you mean?’

‘Sure. For a start, you’re not a real blonde.’

‘And you’re the only guy who’s ever found that out the same night I met him.’ She reached for him. ‘Whereas you, you’re ginger all the way down.’ She drew a deep breath. ‘Or up, as the case may be.’ She paused, frowning slightly. ‘I mean that, you know. This is not typical behaviour for me. I’ve always been a hard nut to crack, yet here I am back at your place and doing the deed . . .’ she glanced at her  wristwatch, all she was wearing apart from a fine gold neck chain, ‘. . . less than twelve hours after we met. I should feel like a hooker, but I don’t. Maybe I’m a mug, though.’

Gently, he smoothed her hair back from her forehead. ‘No,’ he said, solemnly, ‘you’re not . . . you’re neither. This may sound like a line, coming from a guy, but this is not what I do either. I won’t say I’m a puritan, I’ve had a few girlfriends, but I’ve always been a “one step at a time” sort of bloke. I could not believe that it was me coming on to you last night, but I just couldn’t help myself. I’ve never known anything like this, or anybody like you.’

‘And you seem to be finding out more about me all the time. Go on, then, what else have you discovered?’

‘You’re not from Edinburgh.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Because you said it was your first time at Indigo. It’s the best club in town. A girl your age, if she was local, would have been there before now.’

‘All true. And what age am I then?’

‘Not so easy. Twenty?’

‘Thank you, kind sir. Actually I’m twenty-two. And you?’

‘Just turned twenty-five.’

She felt his bicep. ‘And strong with it.’

‘I work out, plus I play a lot of golf.’

‘Are you any good at golf?

‘Category One.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means good.’

‘So, you’re an ace at outdoor sports as well as indoor. That’s something I’ve found out about you. Any more about me?’

‘One last thing. You’ve got lousy taste in friends.’

She frowned. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because the one who took you to Indigo must be a right slapper, if she pulled, then buggered off and left you on your own.’

‘I can look after myself.’

‘I’ve heard a few girls say that, even after they’ve found out different.’

Cheeky drew herself up, until they were eye to eye. ‘And where have you heard them?’ she asked, quietly.

‘In my job. I’m a police officer, a detective constable.’ He watched her face closely, looking for the reaction that he had seen too often before.

The only change in her expression was a coy smile, so faint that it only just touched the corners of her mouth. ‘Mmm,’ she whispered. ‘Are you indeed?’

‘Does that make any difference?’

‘Should it?’

‘It does with some women.’

‘Not with this one. I don’t choose who I fuck on the basis of their occupation.’ She pulled him, drawing him with her as she lay down once more. ‘As I’m about to prove,’ she whispered. ‘Unless,’ she added, ‘you’ve got to go to work, or make some other sort of sharp exit.’

‘Not that sharp; we were late the other night and the overtime budget’s strapped. I don’t start till midday.’

‘You weren’t working last night, were you?’

‘No danger. I was there with Jack . . . my sergeant . . . and his girlfriend. Strictly off duty. Indigo’s a popular hang-out for cops, because it’s well run and there’s never any trouble.’

‘Jack. Was he the big tall guy?’

‘That’s him; Jack McGurk.’

‘His girlfriend looked nice.’

‘She is; they haven’t been together long.’

‘Neither have we.’

‘So that means we are together,’ Sauce ventured.

She rolled him on to his back. ‘What do you think?’ she hissed. ‘Not getting cold feet, are you?’

‘I promise you, Cheeky,’ he replied, ‘at this moment, not one single part of me is cold.’
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